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This paper describes a first-year skills unit that has been introduced at the Carseldine campus of 
Queensland University of Technology in Brisbane, Australia. The unit, which is taught by a team 
of academics and librarians, aims to provide first year students with the foundation skills and 
knowledge necessary for effective and efficient study and for an enjoyable and successful 
university experience. These skills include basic competencies in using information and 
communication technologies, academic research and writing skills, critical thinking and time 
management.  Most of the students taking the unit are enrolled in the Bachelor of Arts , the 
Bachelor of Social Science or the Bachelor of Human Services; many are mature age students. 




While there are great commonalities between the past and present, first year students entering 
a contemporary university face an increasingly different teaching and learning environment. 
However, there are some things that never change. In a university context, you still need to be 
able to think critically, to build up reasoned arguments, undertake research, evaluate 
information and develop effective written and oral communication skills.  
 
Teaching and learning, particularly in the higher education sector, has undergone, and is still 
undergoing, an extraordinary revolution in information and communication technologies 
(ICTs): the internet, computers, mobile phones, email, electronic books, and bibliographic 
databases. These technologies constitute a very important reality for today’s university 
student and, while some first year students arrive at university skilled in the use of some of 
these technologies, for others, it is a daunting leap into unfamiliar territory. As these 
technologies are often the means by which the students will access a significant proportion of 
the content of their course, the development of technological literacy and information literacy 
is now essential rather than an option.   
 
Many high schools go to great lengths to help their students to develop skills in research, 
critical thinking and communication.  Unfortunately, not all first-year students arrive at 
university equally skilled in these areas.  Some students cannot generalize the skills learned in 
school to the relatively unstructured university learning environment. Additionally, a 
significant number of first-years are now mature age students who completed their secondary 
education many years ago (if at all). If we work from an assumption that all students ‘should’ 
arrive ready for the academic challenge that lies ahead, the reality is that many will fall by the 
wayside.  There is also ample evidence in the literature of higher education that points to the 
importance of teaching of generic skills.  According to Diane Laurillard (2002), the generic 
skills, attitudes and ways of thinking that students derive from university courses are now 
more enduring than the content.   
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Queensland University of Technology (QUT) has encouraged and supported various 
initiatives aimed at addressing these issues. One of these has been the Applied Skills and 
Scholarship unit that was introduced into the Faculty of Arts curriculum in 2000.  It began life 
as a compulsory foundation unit for all first year Arts students based at the Carseldine 
Campus. The catalyst for the unit came from the University Teaching and Learning Plan for 
2000-2004 in which the development of ‘lifelong learning skills’ appeared as an objective.  In 
response to this, the Faculty’s own Teaching and Learning Plan included a number of targets 
that related to the development of information literacy and other generic attributes.  The 
Faculty was also keen to implement a recommendation from the 1998 review of the School of 
Social Science for “core competencies” to be “integrated into the curriculum”. 
 
A sub-committee was formed to undertake the planning and implementation of the unit.  This 
group included a number of academics, Faculty librarians, the QUT Information Literacy 
Coordinator and representatives from Information Technology Services and Student Support 
Systems. The aim of the unit is to provide first year students with the foundation skills and 
knowledge necessary for effective and efficient study and for an enjoyable and successful 
university experience.  
 
When determining objectives for the unit it was agreed that by the end of this unit, students 
should be able to: 
 
• Demonstrate basic competencies in using information and communication technologies 
associated with study at QUT; 
• Search, evaluate and manage information accessed through the QUT library catalogue, 
databases and internet sources; 
• Demonstrate generic competencies in academic research and writing skills appropriate for 
study at first year of a tertiary course; 
• Develop and apply skills and techniques leading to effective and efficient academic study; 
• Demonstrate a capacity for critical thinking and for reasoned, coherent argument; 
• Understand and apply time management skills to academic study tasks; 
• Understand the current debate about the nature and role of universities and appreciate the 
relevance of this for contemporary study; 
• Appreciate the importance of developing lifelong learning skills. 
 
The unit utilises a variety of teaching and learning strategies. Large group lectures are run 
throughout the semester (there are often 350+ students enrolled in the unit each semester).  
These lectures provide an introduction to a range of topics that are essential to the 
development of basic technological, information and academic literacies. The lectures, 
delivered by a small team of academics and librarians, are supported by self-paced exercise 
packages. Assistance is offered through a unit web page (OLT page) and online discussion. 
There are no weekly face-to-face group tutorials in this unit. Students are all allocated to a 
tutor with whom they communicate electronically. Details of this process are carefully 
explained in week one. The tutors are then responsible for providing feedback on and 
assessing a number of tasks which will be submitted electronically by students. There are two 
opportunities for students to meet face-to-face with their tutor as a group – once early in 
semester and once around mid-semester.  This gives the students an opportunity to meet the 
real person behind their ‘electronic tutor’, to discuss the assessments, ask questions and 
receive advice and suggestions from the tutors. 
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Additionally, assistance is offered through the online teaching page (OLT). The OLT page 
contains notices, assessment details, unit outline, lecture materials, useful websites, essential 
readings and a discussion forum.  It is stressed that students will need to familiarise 
themselves with the OLT page and refer to it regularly (ideally several times each week).  The 
OLT system enables notices that are posted to the web page to be simultaneously emailed to 
all students enrolled in the unit.  This greatly facilitates communication with the students. 
 
The unit attempts to build students’ skills and knowledge in a developmental manner.  New 
skills are linked to, and extend, previously learned skills.  Throughout the semester, students 
are also asked to reflect on how the concepts and skills covered in this unit can be applied to 
other units, to their post-university careers, and how they could form the basis of a capacity 
for lifelong learning. 
 
The information literacy component of the unit comprises four lectures, two online quizzes 
and a number of self-paced exercises that involve PILOT, QUT’s online information literacy 
tutorial.  The lectures cover all aspects of information literacy including: the knowledge 
production cycle, identifying information needs, information sources and search strategies, 
evaluating information, information management, re-packaging, using and communicating 
information.  A number of brief activities have been woven into the lectures as a means of 
maximizing student engagement with the content and facilitating introductions between 
students. In lieu of tutorials, students are asked to work through two modules of PILOT each 
week for the first four weeks.  PILOT is both informational and interactive and it provides the 
students with an opportunity to deepen their understanding of the concepts introduced in the 
lectures.  It is suggested that students may wish to work in small groups or pairs for this. The 
exercises in PILOT allow the students to test their own learning before they attempt the online 
quizzes.    
 
The online quizzes have been designed in such a way that they provide students with a set of 
structured learning activities.  Most of the quiz items require that students interact with an 
information source such as the library catalogue, a bibliographic database or a web browser in 
order to answer the question. Embedded links take the students from the question screen to 
the required information source or platform (each one opening in a new window).  Once 
students are happy with all their responses, they can submit the quiz for automatic marking. 
Each quiz is worth 7.5% and the results can be uploaded to the University student marking 
system at the end of the semester.   
 
In addition to the information literacy skills, the unit aims to provide students with a basic 
understanding of and initiation into the mysteries of academic skills. These include time 
management, tertiary level reading strategies and note-taking skills, academic writing and 
referencing, research strategies, critical thinking and oral presentation.  All of these are 
introduced and covered in lectures, but some are then further developed and encouraged 
through the assessment process and through a series of optional supplementary seminars and 
workshops. A small group of lecturers who have a special interest or expertise in the various 
aspects of academic skills deliver the lectures.  
 
The electronic tutorial process is critical to the development of the time management and 
writing skills. Two important assessment tasks are carried out via electronic tutoring.  The 
first task, which has great significance and implications not only for this unit, but also for 
other units, for future years of study, and for career and life generally, is to create a time and 
task management plan for the semester. This focuses students on precisely what they have to 
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do in terms of study and compels them to consider how they will organise their lives to 
achieve what is required to succeed at university.  Furthermore, it enables them to consider 
the ways in which tasks can and should be broken down into separate smaller tasks which are 
scheduled for completion before the due date. Students must submit this first task to their 
tutors as an email attachment , and they receive feedback on how realistic (or not) they have 
been in approaching the task.  This task also encourages the students to practise their email 
skills.  A few weeks later, they are required to submit a revised time and task management 
plan along with a brief reflection on how successful the plan has been to date, what changes 
have been necessary and why.  The final part of this assessment is a skills audit reflection 
which requires students to consider what they have learnt, to identify their strengths and 
weaknesses and to consider how they might address any problem areas in their study skills 
competency. 
 
The other important process-oriented assessment task is a three-stage academic writing task. 
Students are given a topic and their first task is to develop and write out a research strategy 
and a plan of the proposed paper.  The tutors provide feedback on the plan.  The next stage is 
a draft of the paper based on the earlier research strategy and plan.  This receives more 
detailed feedback from the tutor.  The final stage is a polished paper which, ideally, will 
demonstrate students’ competence with those aspects of academic writing that had been 
covered in the lectures, such as style, appropriate and adequate research, paragraphing and 
referencing.  It is also hoped that the papers will demonstrate critical thinking.  This process 
provides a scaffold for student learning in that it ensures they are assisted and receive 
feedback at each stage. It also underlines the fact that writing is indeed a process and not a 
single-step task.   
 
The discussion group on the OLT page is useful for clarifying tasks and procedures, and for 
sharing anxieties and quelling fears.  However, it has also served another, extremely 
important purpose.  During their first year at university, many students feel extremely isolated 
and unable to make friends.  This significantly affects their commitment to study and, in some 
cases, the result is that students drop out of their course because they do not feel a part of the 
university community.  We have noticed that the discussion forum has become a place where 
students can share these worries in a relatively anonymous way.  Often, students have 
responded with suggestions that students in the unit could meet for coffee or form study 
groups and car pools.  This has been an unexpected and very positive development from this 
part of the OLT page and deserves more attention. 
 
The feedback received from students so far is that the unit is extremely valuable and that it not 
only helps them to develop useful skills for success at university, but also allows them to 
become more comfortable and confident with what they are engaged in. Many students have 
said that the time and task management task was time-consuming and difficult, but 
overwhelmingly, students (even those who said they found it demanding) have welcomed the 
task as crucial to their success.  Similar feedback has been received from students who 
completed the unit in earlier semesters.  Some have said that they still use the time 
management skills developed in this unit and they have found them extremely useful. 
 
This positive feedback from students is encouraging, but we acknowledge that a first-year 
skills unit is really just one step in the process of developing the range of skills and 
capabilities that the students will need as lifelong learners.  Many will need encouragement to 
revisit some of the concepts or extend some of the skills later in their course.  In the literature 
on information literacy, it is widely acknowledged that an ‘embedded’ developmental 
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approach is most effective (Hepworth, 1999).  This could involve second or third year units 
that comprise a seamless combination of discipline content and some of the skills taught in 
this unit, but at a higher level.   
 
In conclusion, the benefits of a skills unit like this are many and varied.  Students who have 
taken this unit are more likely to be able to plan and implement successful research strategies 
that will provide resources for their assignments.  They are more likely to be drawn into social 
networks which can form a buffer against feelings of isolation.  Due to their skills in time and 
task management, they are less likely to be overwhelmed by the panic and doom associated 
with having left everything to the last minute.  Hopefully, this means that they are less likely 
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